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THE OLD TESTAMENT PROPHETS AS SOCIAL 
REFORMERS. 



By Rev. Geo. Stibitz, 
Philadelphia, Pa. 



The prophets dealt with man, not as an atom, but as a part 
of a social organism, a living member of a living body. To heal 
this body when diseased (Isa. 1:6), to warn it against coming 
dissolution, and to bring it back to the paths which lead to per- 
fection in God, was their great and only mission (Jer. 6:16). 
Hence they were always the more numerous when national 
death threatened. Just before the fall of Samaria and the fall 
of Jerusalem we find them working in the greatest number and 
with the greatest energy. 

Of the two factors in social life and progress, the man and 
the method, the prophets concerned themselves little with the 
latter. They cared less for the reconstruction of the forms of 
government or the reorganization of society than for the refor- 
mation of man ; less for the correction of his methods than for 
the purification of his motives. Theirs was the harder task. It 
is a shorter and easier way from good men to correct methods 
than from correct methods to the honest application of them. 
They address man, but as a citizen, not as an individual. Conse- 
quently they aimed their blows with greatest frequency and force 
at those who by reason of their wealth or position had the greatest 
influence and power in the community. 

Of the oral prophets Samuel showed the nation Israel its 
sins, voiced its repentant prayer, and led it to victory against 
its foes at Mizpah (i Sam., chap. 7). In his annual circuits 
through the country he taught the citizens their duty'toward 
God and toward each other (1 Sam. 7: 16), and thus prepared 
them for the establishment of the kingdom whose first and sec- 
ond kings he anointed and overshadowed with his constant 
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friendly counsel. Indeed, Saul was made a king in reality 
only when, under the ministrations of a traveling band of min- 
strel prophets, he was changed by the spirit of God into another 
man (i Sam. 10: 5, 6). The prophet Gad guided the anointed 
David in his flight from Saul (1 Sam. 22:5), carried to him 
God's rebuke and choice of punishment when he had proudly 
numbered the people (likely for unconstitutional plans of con- 
quest), and announced to the king that God had stayed the 
nation's ruin (2 Sam., chap. 24). To Nathan, the prophet, 
King David submitted his most cherished plans, and yielded to 
his inspired counsel ; repented at his keen rebuke, and drank in 
the consolation of divine forgiveness flowing from his prophetic 
lips (2 Sam. 7:12; 2 Chron. 29:25). To Nathan primarily 
Solomon owed his accession to the throne, if not his royal edu- 
cation ; and to him and other prophets he and his father David 
owed the history of their reigns (1 Kings, chap. 1; 1 Chron. 
29:29; 2 Chron. 9: 29). "By the hand of Ahijah the Shilo- 
nite" God rent the kingdom from the house of David, founded 
the new monarchy of Israel, raised Jeroboam to its throne, and 
when he rebelled against God announced to him the downfall of 
his dynasty (1 Kings 11:14). An unnamed prophet from Judea 
openly and boldly denounced Jeroboam in the very act of initi- 
ating his diplomatic but idolatrous scheme of strengthening his 
kingdom (1 Kings, chap. 13). 

Shemaiah's word to Rohoboam dispersed his gathered army 
(1 Kings 12: 22-24), an d that of Azariah gave encouragement 
and impetus to Asa's work of reform (2 Chron. 15 : 1-8), while 
this same King Asa was greatly enraged at Hanani's rebuke for 
faithless leniency toward the Syrians, the national enemies (2 
Chron. 16:7-10). Three prophets appeared in the reign - of 
Jehoshaphat. Eliezer rebuked his naval alliance with Ahaziah 
of Israel (2 Chron. 20:37); Jehu rebuked his military alliance 
with Ahab, and recorded his history (2 Chron. 19:23 ; 20:34), 
and Jahazael ministered to him the blessing of a God-wrought 
victory over the superior forces of his foes (2 Chron. 20: 14-17). 

In the northern kingdom the prophet Jehu denounced Baasha 
for his sins (1 Kings 16: 1-5) ; Micaiah and Elijah are the ever- 
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appearing divine scourges, constantly lashing the tardy soul of 
Ahab into fury or temporary repentance (i Kings 17:22); and 
Elisha's work, though of wider range than Elijah's, is still, in 
addition to constant oversight of a large number of schools for 
the training of young men to like prophetic duties, greatly con- 
cerned with state affairs. 

All the prophets, named or unnamed, who appear in the 
course of Israel's history were in like manner God-sent ambas- 
sadors to the kings and citizens of Israel (1 Kings 20: 13-20, 35— 
43 ; 22 : 14 ; 2 Chron. 24 : 19-22 ; 25:7; 28 : 9 ; Jer. 26 : 20 ff.). 

Likewise all the extant writings of the prophets are divinely 
inspired treatises on the true relation between God, the Father of 
all, and the nation as an organism of beings whose proper rela- 
tion to each other is the expression of their right relation to God. 

Thus Isaiah, Hosea, Amos, Micah, and probably also Zepha- 
niah, living at the time when false religion was bearing its 
natural fruit in the lives of rulers and people, laid emphasis on 
the demand for social purity and truthfulness by ruthlessly 
letting the light of publicity shine on the festering sores of the 
body politic. They constantly threatened national captivity as 
the necessary outcome of such criminality ; but not without 
pointing to apostasy from Jehovah as the ultimate root of all 
evils. 

Jeremiah and Ezekiel lived in a period of Israel's history 
when its apostasy from Jehovah and its idolatry had gone 
through the intermediate stage of social impurity and injustice, 
and had arrived at the brink of national ruin. They, therefore, 
were less concerned with a reformation of the conduct of man 
toward his fellow-man than with the regeneration of the heart 
by urging the people and their rulers to return to God, the foun- 
tain of spiritual life, and its fruit of social purity and righteous- 
ness. 

Daniel gives Israel a philosophy of the history of nations 
for the purpose of buoying up its despondent spirits and bridg- 
ing its national existence over the gulf of its captivity. 

Joel deals with national judgments, and summons the nation 
to repentance, and he and Obadiah promise divine mercy and 
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national prosperity to Israel, while they foretell the desolation of 
its enemies and oppressors. 

The prophecies of Jonah and Nahum are addressed to the 
wicked city of Nineveh. The former presents, for the example 
and encouragement of God's own nation, the repentance and 
divine forgiveness of even so guilty a city as Nineveh. The 
latter shows, for Israel's comfort, the ruin which its dreaded foe 
brought upon itself by its national sins. 

The temple at Jerusalem, as the means of spiritual Jehovah 
worship, was far more necessary to Israel's national stability 
than was the fictitious intercourse of Numa Pompilius with 
Egeria for the stability of the Roman state. Thus Haggai's and 
Zechariah's demand to rebuild the temple and that of Malach 
to restore the genuine worship of God were patriotic as well as 
religious efforts. 

The mission of the prophets was, therefore, not to individuals 
as such, but to citizens in their relation to each other, and they 
recognized the relation of the individual to God as the spiritual 
counterpart and efficient cause of the relation to his fellow- 
citizens of the same kingdom. They did not recognize the 
modern divorce between religion, and especially the ministerial 
office, on the one hand, and social and national duties on the 
other. And, as they were not excluded from this field in gen- 
eral, so they did not pass by a single public vice or overlook a 
social virtue as being beyond the scope of their divine appoint- 
ment. And if not individually, at least as a class they heeded 
the Lord's command: "Cry aloud, spare not, lift up thy voice 
like a trumpet, and declare unto my people their transgression 
and to the house of Jacob their sins" (Isa. 53 : 1). A study of 
Isaiah, Hosea, Amos, and Micah, whose prophecies deal most 
fully with the morals of their day and generation, shows us 
how thoroughly and severely they chastised the sins of high and 
low. 

The rulers, who were at the same time also the judges, they 
rebuked because they trampled on the laws which they were 
appointed to uphold ; shielded thieves and robbers for a share 
in their booty ; sought bribes ; not only failed to protect, but 
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themselves oppressed the helpless and weak, the widows and 
the orphans, the poor and the strangers ; and, instead of being 
true shepherds guarding the sheep, they played the wolf and 
devoured the sheep with all they had. Says Isaiah (1:23): 
" Thy princes are rebellious and companions of thieves ; every 
one loveth gifts and followeth after rewards ; they judge not 
the fatherless, neither does the cause of widows come unto 
them." Again (3: 14, 15): "The Lord will enter into judg- 
ment with the elders of his people and the princes thereof: It 
is ye that have eaten up the vineyard : the spoil of the poor is 
in your houses : what mean ye that ye crush my people and 
grind the faces of the poor? saith the Lord of hosts." In 
Micah (3: 1-3) we read: "Hear ye heads of Jacob: Is it not 
for you to know judgment ? who hate the good and love the evil ; 
who pluck off their skins from off them, and their flesh from off 
their bones ; who also eat the flesh of my people ; and they flay 
their skin from off them, and break their bones: yea, they chop 
them in pieces, as for a pot, and as flesh within a caldron." In 
vss. 9-1 1 of chap. 3 he says : "The heads thereof judge for a 
reward, and the priests thereof teach for hire, and the prophets 
thereof divine for money : yet will they lean upon the Lord and 
say, is not the Lord in the midst of us ? no evil shall come upon 
us" (cf. Am. 6: 12). They and their associates burn like an 
oven with the heat of lust and wine (Hos. 7: 4-6), are more 
skilled in discerning the different qualities of wine than the 
justice of the oppressed who call to them for redress (Isa. 
5:22, 23). They obliterate the distinction between right and 
wrong (Hos. 5 : 10), enact iniquitous laws (Isa. 10 : 1,2), rely on 
human shrewdness and diplomacy, but not on divine principles 
of justice and truth, in the management of international or state 
affairs (Isa. 31 : 1), and distribute the spoils of their offices to 
their relatives and favorites. Isa. 22:20-25: "I will call 
Eliakim .... and will commit thy government into his hands 
.... and I will fasten him into a sure place ; and he shall be 
for a throne of glory to his father's house. And they shall 
hang upon him all the glory of his father's house .... every 
small vessel. In that day .... shall the nail .... give way 
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.... and fall .... and the burden that was upon it be 
cut off." 

The well-to-do and powerful citizens are chastised because 
they are given to drunkenness (a vice at that time possible for 
the rich alone) ; to idleness and revelry, to Shylock-like exac- 
tion of the last farthing, to commercial dishonesty, and impa- 
tience of any Sabbath or holiday interruption of business. Am. 
3:3-6: "That lie upon beds of ivory and stretch themselves 
upon their couches, and eat the lambs of the flock, and calves 
out of the midst of the stall ; that sing idle songs to the sound 
of the viol ; that devise for themselves instruments of music 
like David ; that drink wine in bowls, and anoint themselves with 
the chief ointments, but they are not grieved for the affliction of 
Joseph." Am. 2 :6-8: "They have sold the righteous for silver 
and the needy for a pair of shoes, they pant after the dust of the 
earth on the heads of the poor, and turn aside the way of the meek, 
and a man and his. father will go unto the same maid to profane 
my holy name, and they lay themselves down beside every altar 
on clothes taken in pledge." Am. 8 : 6-8 : "O ye that say, 
when will the new moon be gone, that we may sell corn ? and 
the Sabbath, that we may set forth wheat? making the ephah 
small and the shekel great, and dealing falsely with balances of 
deceit ; that we may buy the poor for silver and the needy for a 
pair of shoes, and sell the refuse of wheat" (cf. Isa. 5:11, 12 ; 
32 : 9-1 1 ; 58 : 3, 9, 10; Am. 3:15; 4:1). The disproportion- 
ate massing of wealth, with its dangerous consequences of 
putting unrestrainable power in the hands of a few individuals 
(the ancient representatives of our modern longer-lived and feel- 
ingless corporations), and the shrewd, persistent method of 
acquiring this wealth did not escape the vigilance of the proph- 
ets. Mic. 2:1-2: "Woe unto them that devise iniquity 
and work evil upon their beds ! When the morning is light, 
they practice it, because it is in the power of their hands. And 
they covet fields and seize them, and houses and take them 
away; and they oppress a man and his house" (cf. Isa. 5:8; 
Am. 3:10; 6 : 12). 

The public in general is arraigned for its lack of domestic 
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purity and parental authority (Hos. 4:1,2; Mic. 7:6); for 
slavery (Am. 1 :6), which is the using of a fellow-man as a 
means to personal ends ; for sophistically explaining away the 
real sinfulness of popular vices (Isa. 5 : 20) ; for Sabbath break 
ing (Isa. 58:13); for treachery (Isa. 59:3-7), profanity 
(Hos. 4 : 1-2), and murder; for blasphemous defiance of God's 
corrective providences (Am. 4 : 6-12 ; 5 : 10). "There is nought 
but swearing, and breaking faith and killing, and stealing, and 
committing adultery, and blood touches blood" (Hos. 4 : 2). 

The true prophets exposed the false ( Isa. 9 : 1 5 ) , and showed 
them to be self-indulgent, cowardly, venal, crying a false peace 
(Isa. 56 : 10-12 ; Mic. 3:5, 11); but to the true prophets alone 
remained the thankless task of telling an unpleasant truth to a 
people that loved to have its ears tickled (Mic. 3 : 8-1 1). 

As for the virtues demanded, the opposite of the foregoing 
sins is not only in every case implied, but manifoldly expressed. 
Without going into detail, it is sufficient to call attention to the 
fundamental virtues of justice, mercy, and humility demanded 
by Micah (6:8): "What does the Lord require of thee, but to 
do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God ?" 
and by Amos (5 : 24) : "Let judgment roll down as waters and 
righteousness as a mighty stream." 

The ideal of the prophets is not a church or congregation of 
worshiping believers, but a community, society, or state of god- 
like men and women living in love and truth together under the 
Messiah as king, who is filled with the spirit of God, exercising 
justice and judgment toward the poor and helpless (Isa. 9: 1-7; 
11:1-5). Universal peace shall reign supreme (Isa. 11:6-10), 
every vile person shall be known by his right name (Isa. 32 : 5 ; 
and cf. 26: 1-10; chaps. 56 — 66). 

As to the home of this ideal kingdom of the prophets (and 
may we say of the Bible as a whole?), it is a land. It is this 
earth, and that not so radically different from what it now 
physically is as we sometimes think. Remove sin and its wide- 
spread consequences, and who knows how far even this material 
world would be changed for the better? {Cf. Isa. 1 1: 1-10 ; Rom. 
8: 18-25 ; Rev. 21:1-5.) At least we are not justified in imag- 
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ining the physical surrounding in the blissful future state to be 
such that we would then have but to breathe in godliness with 
the atmosphere, and yield to the influence of our environment. 
This would be a godliness far too cheap. Godliness is charac- 
ter, and character is not in things, but is the product of personal 
endeavor, however favorable the surroundings may be. There- 
fore the prophets demanded of everybody an honest, energetic 
endeavor to realize the divine, ideal kingdom in this world. 

The view, apparently so prevalent in pulpit and pew, which 
makes religion chiefly, if not exclusively, an individualistic pious 
mood, a condition of personal salvation, not primarily for the 
blessing of society, but preeminently for self, is not found in the 
prophets, and what in the prophets appears to support this view 
will invariably be found upon an examination of the context to 
apply only to society as a whole, or to the individual as an 
intensely social factor. All such passages as Isa. 1:5, "the 
whole head is sick;" 46: 3, 4, "to hoar hair will I carry you," 
refer to the body politic ; and, "though your sins be as scarlet" 
in 1:18, and many others (Isa. 26 : 3 ; 29 : 13 ; 30 : 19-26 ; *33 : 
14 ff.; 55:6-13; 59:i-8; Jer. 9:23-26; 10:23; *7 : 5" 1 1 ; 
Am. 4: 12; Zech. 13: 1), refer to the body politic and have, as 
the context shows, a direct national or social application. A 
so-called pious feeling toward God, expressing itself in loud 
professions and prayers, in elaborate ritual and expensive sacri- 
fices, without active and positive social virtues, is characterized 
as hypocrisy and formalism (Mic. 4 : 1 1 ; Isa. 29:13; 1:15-18; 
and elsewhere). 

If now we ask what remedy the prophets suggest for social 
evils, we find the answer to be a true and living faith in God which 
works by love toward one's fellow-man. This is the bulk of their 
preaching. This is the whole of it. They always connect social 
and national sins and calamities with apostasy from Jehovah 
and its concomitant sin, idolatry (Isa. 1 : 10-17; Jer. 2:32-34; 
5:1-28; 6:1-15; Ezek. 6:7-22; Hos. 1-3; 4:1, 8, 12; Am. 
5:21-24; Micah, chaps. 5 and 6). They spurn a worship that 
shows no fruits in the social sphere, but insist on genuine 
Jehovah religion as the only root and cause of such fruits. This 
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is the keynote of all the prophecies. This is their only, but 
all-sufficient, social remedy. 

We have then here writers as early as eight hundred to a 
thousand years before Christ unanimously demanding as the 
purifying and plastic power of society the true and unselfish 
devotion of man to the supreme God, first ; and, second, to his 
fellow-man — a position which has but recently been arrived at by 
a more or less pronounced evolutional and scientific method, as 
the conclusion of Mr. Benjamin Kidd in his Social Evohition. 



